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President’s State of the Shul Address

Yom Kippur, September 20, 2007

First, since it is Yom Kippur, and there’s no way to get to everyone individually, I’d like to start by saying that if I’ve said or done anything, either consciously or unconsciously, to offend you, I’m sorry, and I ask for your forgiveness.  And I really hope, as part of my Yom Kippur apology, that you’ll indulge me by allowing me to include anything I might say in the next 15 minutes or so.  I just want to make sure I’m covered. 

At the end of the second day of Rosh Hashanah I stood before the ark with my not-quite-three-year-old granddaughter while the Hazzan chanted the Aleynu.  As I held her hand, she looked up at me and asked, “Bubbie, why are you the President?”  My first response was, “Mollie, I ask myself that same question every day!”  But then I remembered the speeches.  
We all sat here that day and listened to the stories of four people who have found their home here at Temple Beth Am.  As I thought about each of them afterwards, I realized they all had a common thread.  Each person had found a small group in our shul with which they could connect.  We heard about Happy Minyan and morning minyan.  We heard about a shul Israel trip and our Youth Department’s strong attachment to Camp Ramah.  It became clear to me that what we have here is a community of many small groups of people who work together to create the bigger picture that we call Temple Beth Am.  All of you have my admiration and appreciation, for your dedication, your hard work, and your enjoyment of Judaism at Temple Beth Am.  You are the reason our synagogue stays on track year after year.  I am honored to be the President of such a diverse group of friendly, caring people.
Everyone looks to the synagogue for something, but that “something” may differ from one person to the next.  Regardless of our perspectives, we don't really know what the synagogue really is because we haven't experienced the whole.  So let me tell you about one day in the life of Temple Beth Am, so you can experience many of the ways the synagogue provides for us every day.
Let’s take a look at a sample weekday, which will have a mix of things we do on different days of the week and at different times of the year.  Morning minyan is at 7:20.  The maintenance crew has their daily instructions from our Executive Director, so the gate by the Chapel and the Chapel doors are already unlocked.  It’s a day that the Torah is read, and the Cantor has ensured that the Torah has been rolled to that week’s parsha.  One of the minyan regulars leads the service, but they all make an effort to say hello to unfamiliar faces and make them feel welcome.  At the same time, the Early Childhood Center has opened its doors in the school building, and some yawning little boys and girls are being dropped off for early arrival as their parents head off to work. 

After minyan, most people rush off to work, but some congregants make their way into the main building.  One checks his mailbox in the office to get a list he had requested of people who are new to our shul so he can call them and welcome them.  Another checks over the memorial boards in the sanctuary to confirm that the correct plaques are lit for that month.  Another person goes into the kitchen to start working on food preparation for that day’s bingo or for Shabbat lunch that week.  And more moms and dads arrive to drop off their children for the 2, 3, and 4-year-old programs in the ECC.  Some of those moms will stay for a class that may be organized by our ECC or by our adult education program.  After class they may wander into the Evening Sisterhood’s Book Fair to pick up an early Chanukah gift for that special little boy or girl.
The main office opens at 9:00 am, and the activity increases.  The phones start ringing.  The professional staff has their weekly meeting in the library.  Our elected officers who deal with budgeting and finance arrive to review and sign checks and discuss with the Executive Director and the Rabbi the impact of our membership renewals for the new year and whether our High Holy Day Appeal Campaign is meeting expectations to help us balance our budget within the next two or three years.  A member of the Ways and Means Committee meets with the bank representative who has been working with us on the SunTrust “My Cause” fundraiser to get an update of how many of our congregants have opened checking accounts with her so that Temple Beth Am can earn $100 for each account.  
Various meetings take place during the morning.  They are all dependent on the hard work of our volunteers – planning for this year’s adult education program, a Day Sisterhood board meeting, a Talmud study class with the Rabbi, and a discussion of how best to upgrade the Temple’s website.  The committee that planned and supervised this beautiful renovation of our sanctuary meets with the project manager for a hands-on inspection of the latest finishing touches to our bima.  And don’t forget activities that will happen later in the year – organizing a Chanukah package to be mailed to all of our college students from the College Outreach program, taking inventory of our supplies for the Purim Carnival, packing and storing the hamantashen orders that were baked the night before by the Youth Department, and practicing with the 4-year-olds for their ECC graduation on the bima.
Email and phone calls go back and forth all day between the members of the professional staff and various lay leaders.  The agenda has to be finalized for the Board meeting.  There’s a scheduling conflict on the calendar that we should resolve before it becomes a problem.  The list of High Holy Day honors, a huge project that takes months to put together, needs to be reviewed by several people.   The committee for the Rabbi’s 25th Anniversary “A Night At The Oscars” has to critique and respond to advertising flyers and forms for the event next Feb. 2nd so we can distribute the ad forms quickly and mail out the save-the-date postcards.  There is a huge committee working with great enthusiasm to accomplish all the planning for this event, and there is already a lot of excitement in the air.  What an evening that’s going to be!
And it’s only noon.

The Rabbi sends a note to the Membership Committee listing the newest information about congregants who are in the hospital, and then he leaves to make hospital visits.  Cars are lining up in front of the ECC as some moms pick up their little ones.  Children playing on the playground are herded inside to go home or to eat lunch if they stay longer.  USYers and Kadimaniks begin to arrive after school to hang out, do their homework, and work on programming plans for their next meeting.  Volunteers and the Executive Director meet with building inspectors to asses the condition of the roof and determine which sections will last through hurricane season and which parts need repair.  The maintenance crew takes down the tables and chairs from morning bingo and sets up the social hall for that night’s Evening Sisterhood meeting.  
It is now late afternoon.  Religious School students fill the classrooms in the school building, and a small group of parents are talking about topics for the School Board meeting later that evening.  Bar and Bat Mitzvah students come and go from the Cantor’s office in the north lobby throughout the afternoon and early evening.  Any questions that arise during the six months of Bar Mitzvah preparation will be referred to the Chairman of the Bar and Bat Mitzvah Committee.  Adult and teen Torah readers proof their assigned Shabbat readings in person or on the phone.  The Rabbi and Cantor meet with that week’s Bar or Bat Mitzvah family for photos in the sanctuary.
As the last of the ECC children are picked up, congregants arrive for evening minyan in the Chapel.  Following minyan, one of our Gabbais meets with a sofer, or scribe, who will examine certain of our Torahs for wear and tear damage and determine what repairs are needed to make them kosher again.  Several groups gather to prepare for various meetings on the premises that evening.  The Executive Committee meets to plan for the Temple Board meeting the following week.  The Mitzvah Day Committee will put together our Dec. 25th community social action program, and the co-chairmen are meeting tonight to be prepared for their first volunteer organizational meeting on Oct. 10.  The Night At The Oscars Dinner Dance Committee will meet to get an update from each sub-committee on their assignments – decorations, invitations, entertainment, the ad journal (which includes ads and our membership directory), the program for the evening, and many other details that will draw many volunteers to work together on this, our biggest event of the coming year.
At the same time, the volunteers of the choir are gathering to rehearse with the Cantor.  Religious School students head home for dinner, and USYers or Kadimaniks arrive for their meeting.  A few Youth Commission volunteers stay to help out with that program.  The parking lot is filling up again as adult education classes begin, drawing out a varied and different group of our congregants.  The Budget Committee is meeting to begin assessing our year-end figures and figure out how best to allocate our funds to reduce our deficit.
The hour is getting late.  The maintenance staff is already working in the school building again to clean it and turn it around from Religious School back to Nursery School for the next morning.  The different meetings adjourn one by one, to reconvene in the parking lot for the meeting-after-the-meeting, and then the volunteers finally head for home.
Our day may be done, but we can’t forget all the activity that occurs here on the weekends - food preparation for the Temple Shabbat lunch, saying hello to friends at Happy Minyan, the Boker Tov study group followed by Shabbat morning services and our year-old Shabbat lunch program, catered private events and Temple celebrations, and a Reservations R Us dinner at a kosher restaurant on Saturday night.  On Sunday many congregants stop by the Temple office.  There is also a Day Men’s Club breakfast, a family program in one of the Religious School classes, Bar and Bat Mitzvah lessons, choir rehearsal, USY, Kadima, or Chalutzim activities in the Youth Center, and more committee meetings in every corner of the facility.  A phone tree message is sent out to publicize the second year of our $100 raffle.  Email goes out to the small group of volunteers who will set up and staff the next poker night.  And the Golf Tournament committee discusses a mailing for our second golf tournament next spring.
If we look back at our day and our weekend, we have addressed the areas of finance and fundraising, membership, ritual, education, men’s club and sisterhood, administration, clergy and lay leadership, youth and family activities, and social action.  And still, there is so much more to us than this.  

As I wrote these words earlier this week, I worried about covering all the different committees and projects in our Temple community.  I didn’t want anyone to feel that I had left out their favorite committee, or that I was neglecting some important aspect of Temple life.  I finally realized that my job tonight is not to list every single thing we do here.  My goal is to give you a taste of Temple Beth Am, a sampling of this and that, a look at the varied selection of activities we offer, from ritual to social action, from fundraising to membership, from educating our kids to educating ourselves.  I hope I have enticed you enough to make you think about where you can find your place in our family.  We have the kind of day I just described every day because you give of your time, your energy, and your resources to make it happen.  Our family here is only as strong as you make it.  
We all have choices to make.  Each of you here today has made a choice to be a part of Temple Beth Am, and I think you made a wise choice.  Don’t be shy, and don’t think committees are not for you.  Everyone needs their Cheers, the place where everyone knows your name.  If you haven’t already done so, find your oasis at Temple Beth Am, and you too will look forward to saying hello to all these members of your extended family every time you walk through our doors.
May you have an easy fast.  G’mar Chatima Tovah!  
